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 The purpose of this research was to explore collegiate educational experiences and 
current life satisfaction of former Division I football players 20 years post-college at one Power 
5 Southeastern institution, to serve as a pilot study for future research on the subject. Football 
players were compared to a general student population, and the two samples were compared 
between Caucasian and minority students across numerous scales and metrics to measure quality 
of life and other demographic and qualitative questions. Significance was found in one survey 
question comparing football players and general students, but comparisons within football 
between Caucasian and minority students yielded many areas of significance, including 
satisfaction with life.  In examining just one school in one year, this study serves as a pilot study 
for future research attempting to connect educational experiences of athletes to their current 
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Myron Rolle, a Rhodes Scholar, former Florida State University Football student-athlete, and 
the first person to ever be both an NFL player and a neurosurgeon: “A lot of (players) would go 
through this academic machinery in their colleges and be spit out at the end of that machinery, 
left torn, worn and asking questions, with really no guidance on where they should go. No 
purpose, no idea of their trajectory, and sometimes left with a degree in hand that didn’t behoove 
any of their future interests” (Huffington Post, Lemmons, 2017). 
As college athletics has grown in size and scope, outside scrutiny has simultaneously grown. A 
pervasive theme among pundits of college sport is that athletic departments are too concerned 
with athletics, and not enough concerned with academics, so much so that independent 
commissions such as The Knight Commission, Drake Group, and Coalition on Intercollegiate 
Athletics serve as watchdogs over college sport. Athletics administrators are accused of doing 
whatever it takes to win on the field, even if that means diminishing the importance of off-field 
curricula, including academics. Perhaps in part to combat this conception, nearly all Division I 
athletic departments have private study areas, private computer labs, and sometimes designated 
study hall hours, research has shown (NCAA Research, 2009). Most departments offer academic 
counseling and degree-progress monitoring exclusively for student-athletes, and many of these 





In 2009, Division I FBS athletic departments averaged 7.67 full-time personnel devoted to 
student-athlete academic support, while DI FCS and DI Non-Football averaged 2.44. In the five 
years prior to 2009, 70 percent of responding schools reported facility enhancements to their 
academic space, with 10 percent of those schools reporting renovations in excess of $1 million. 
These figures have likely climbed in the last decade as a quick scan of current athletic 
departments yield much higher numbers. DI FBS Power 5 University of North Carolina-Chapel 
Hill lists 20 full-time staff members serving in its Academic Support Program for Student-
Athletes (Goheels.com). DI FBS Group of 5 East Carolina University employs nine in its 
Student-Athlete Development department (ecupirates.com) while DI FCS Western Carolina 
University and DI Non-Football UNC-Wilmington each list five (catamountsports.com, 
uncwsports.com) on their respective athletic websites. These numbers almost certainly would not 
include tutors for student-athletes, and may not include any leadership development or life skills 
staff. This shows a perceived increase in funding and importance in student-athlete academic 
success. 
 Some of this growth in academic support for athletes can be attributed to numerous 
NCAA academic initiatives and incentives. The NCAA mandates GPA and Progress-Toward-
Degree Requirements for student-athletes, and measures team academic eligibility with the 
Academic Progress Rate, or APR, which penalizes programs that produce a score lower than 930 
out of 1000 over a four-year rolling period. Each athlete is worth two points toward their team, 
earning one point for remaining with the team year-over-year and another point for remaining 
academically eligible. Public recognition is awarded to teams finishing with top 10 percent 
APRs, but those that fall below 930 over four years find themselves ineligible for NCAA 




of Connecticut Men’s Basketball program was famously stamped with a 2013 postseason ban for 
not achieving a sufficient four-year APR, Walter Harrison, the chairman of the NCAA 
Committee on Academic Performance, said, “It sends a message to our teams and to our critics 
that we mean business…Those teams not eligible for the postseason need to think hard about 
who they recruit and how they support their student-athletes” (Himmelsbach, New York Times, 
2012). 
 This message could be interpreted as a call to action to institutions to do their best to help 
advance athletes academically, but critics believe it has led to issues such as academic clustering 
to put student-athletes on the easiest possible road to academic eligibility so that they may 
continue to compete in their sports.  
There is little, if any, research disputing the existence of academic clustering, but there 
are numerous reasons explaining its existence as well as discrepancies about how pervasive the 
practice is across college athletics. Overwhelming research supports the existence of academic 
clustering in the major revenue sports: football, men’s basketball, and women’s basketball 
(Schneider, Ross, and Fisher, 2010; Fountain and Finley, 2011; Fountain and Finley, 2009; 
Paule-Koba, 2015; Rowland, 2014; Otto, 2012).  
This study aims to address gaps in the literature that tie together a student-athlete’s 
academic experience with the quality of their life after athletics. Focusing solely on one 
Southeastern Power 5 football program, we will issue an in-depth qualitative interview with 
former players to better understand their collegiate academic experiences, how the experience 
was shaped by football and other factors, and how the experience has shaped their post-football 
life. Football players practice long hours, devote time to media and fans, and exhaust countless 




student-athletes, and the public perception is that oftentimes academics are what give. This study 
aims to give an insight to the student-athlete’s perception of his academic experience relative to 
football, and if any correlation can be drawn to how it has affected this person’s post-football 
life, including measures of life satisfaction and salary measures versus peers. 
Purpose: To explore collegiate educational experiences and current life satisfaction of 
former Division I football players 20 years post-college at one Power 5 Southeastern 
institution, to serve as a pilot study for future research on the subject. 
Research Questions: 
• 1: How did participation in collegiate athletics affect former football players’ educational 
experience (major selection, university choice)?  
• 2: How did participation in collegiate athletics affect former football players’ current life 
satisfaction?  
• 3: Do former football student-athletes make a significantly different salary than former 
non-football student-athletes and/or traditional students? 














Conceptual Framework: Athletes’ Rights, Stereotype Theory, and Critical Race Theory 
 Three models have emerged to explain commercialized collegiate sport: intellectual 
elitism, academic capitalism, and athletes’ rights advocates (Sack, 2009). The conceptual 
framework for this study is centered around the athletes’ rights model as outlined by Sack (2009) 
and developed through additional research and legal proceedings. Reform has been constant and 
necessary throughout the life of intercollegiate athletics. Advocates for athletes’ rights believe 
that student-athletes should be treated both as students and workers. Athletes have discovered in 
recent years that they have the power to question the laws and ethics that guide intercollegiate 
athletics. Ed O’Bannon, a former UCLA basketball player, sued the NCAA for rights to his 
name, image, and likeness. Ramogi Huma, former UCLA football player and leader of the 
National College Player’s Association, tried to organize former Northwestern football player 
Kain Colter and his team to fight for their right to be treated as employees of the university. 
Building on this conceptual rationale, we build on previous research calling for a need to explore 
initiatives to be implemented to help athletes succeed in the classroom and to assist athletic 
departments in genuinely emphasizing education for their athletes (Comeaux, 2012). 
 The athletes’ rights issue becomes far more sensitive and contentious with the addition of 
two factors: race and the Power 5. Perhaps the starkest criticism of college athletics lies in its 




Other research has compared black student-athletes to oscillating migrant workers, noting that 
both groups are exploited for monetary gain and live lifestyles that are not stable nor consistent 
(Hawkins, 1999). A majority of athletes in revenue sports are of minority descent. They do not 
get paid to play aside from their scholarships, and they cannot accept endorsements, but they do 
generate revenue that in turn goes to the salaries of predominantly white coaches and athletic 
administrators, who are allowed to cash in on endorsement deals. In 2017-18, black athletes 
made up 49.2 percent of FBS football rosters while white athletes made up 35.6 percent, and 
other minorities made up the remaining 15.2 percent (NCAA Sport Sponsorship, 2018). Black 
athletes made up 46.4 percent of Power 5 football rosters compared to white athletes at 37.7 
percent.  Grant (2002) contends that African American football athletes are the most likely 
demographic to be exploited and harmed through the practice of grant-in-aid athletic 
scholarships.  
 Many scholars believe that the only way to achieve racial equity in athletics is by 
thinking and enacting policy through the lens of Critical Race Theory (Singer, Weems, and 
Gardner, 2017; Cooper, Nwadike, and Macaulay, 2017; Agyemang, Singer, and DeLorme, 
2010). Critical race theorists believe that racism is deeply weaved into society and actively 
benefits white persons at the expense of people of color (Allen, 2017). It is through this lens that 
the plantation system and migrant worker comparisons are drawn. Singer et. al (2017) believe 
that college athletic reform needs to begin with student-athletes of color, because they are the 
most marginalized and the most exploited, and it may take boycotting a large-scale event such as 
the Final Four for the NCAA and reformers to properly address the system at work. Cooper et. al 
(2017) recommend race-conscious leadership as a key to the NCAA and college sport truly 




of athletic departments of universities from four HBCU conferences to those from four Power 5 
conferences. HBCU mission statements tended to focus on diversity and student-athlete 
experience, while Predominantly White Institutions’ (PWIs) mission statements mirrored a 
business model, with revenue-generation a primary focus. Smith (2015) concluded, “The 
components of critical race theory applied to the institutionalization of college athletics supports 
the stereotypes of African-American athletes as poverty-stricken individuals being exploited on 
the premise of their athletic abilities by the NCAA and its membered PWIs through 
commercialism.” 
Staurowsky and Sack (2005) argue for the term “student-athlete” to not be used, citing 
historical evidence that the NCAA pushed use of the term to perpetuate acceptance of the college 
athletics system. In fact, African American football players at a Predominantly White Institution 
have said that student-athlete would not be an accurate word to describe their role at their school 
(Singer, 2008). Additionally, African American athletes are more susceptible to stereotype 
threat, such as being labeled a “dumb jock,” and subsequently perform worse in the classroom 
when they are defined as both scholars and athletes (Stone, Harrison, and Mottley, 2012). 
There has been minimal research done from the perspective of the black athlete (Singer, 
2009). Beamon (2014) found that African American student-athletes have a harder time coping 
with race on college campuses because of the intersection with their athletic identity. The same 
population sees themselves as “used goods,” and most believe that the university received more 
from them than they received from the university, both financially and otherwise (Beamon, 
2008). Beamon’s survey of 20 black college athletes found that none of them felt that their 
institution emphasized their academics. Supporting this sentiment in a call for action, Cooper et 




“One of the most celebrated aspects of sport is its ability to bring people together from 
diverse backgrounds to experience positive developmental and social outcomes. In order 
for this mantra to hold true in the 21st century, sport organizations including the NCAA 
must adopt new and evolving leadership practices that unapologetically reflect a true 
commitment to racial equity and diversity in rhetoric and reality (pg. 228).  
 Athletic departments are criticized for admitting student-athletes to the university that 
would not be admitted based on their academic merits (Butler, 1995; Sigelman, 1995; Fried, 
2007). San Diego State University student-athletes that were labeled academically “at risk” had 
significantly lower GPAs than the average student-athlete population at SDSU (Pettit, 2013). 
Male athletes performed worse in the classroom, as did student-athletes from revenue sports. 
Race was not examined, but evidence of male, revenue-sport athletes underperforming in the 
classroom would indicate that the lowest performing sports academically were football, 
basketball, and baseball.  
However, it is true that on the whole, student-athletes perform better and graduate at 
higher rates than the general student body. The caveat is that athletes must be full-time students 
(except in their last semester of eligibility). Graduation rates compared to the student body 
include part-time students of the university, ones that may have no intention to graduate on time. 
It has been proven that full-time student-athletes compared to only full-time regular students 
yield much closer results when it comes to graduation rate (Eckard, 2010).  
Many researchers have claimed that the college athletic system serves to use people of 
color. These claims are intensified at the major level of Division I and magnified by Critical 
Race Theory and Stereotype Threat. Athletes of color and revenue-sport athletes shoulder most 




academically. With all of this in mind, it is a matter of opinion as to what rights athletes are 
owed. It is possible, however, to determine what rights athletes believe they are owed. With 
these gaps in the literature in mind, we aim to address what rights football student-athletes 
believe they deserve and which rights they were awarded in terms of their educational 
experience. 
Educational Value of Intercollegiate Athletics 
 Athletics is commonly perceived as providing a greater purpose than athletic 
enhancement, strength building, and play calling. Parents encourage their children to play sports 
at a young age because it promotes good health, cooperation with others through teamwork and 
sacrifice, and the ability to balance the importance of different aspects of one’s life. Of course, 
many gravitate toward sports because of their competitive nature, natural-born talent, and will to 
win. People gravitate to sports for a variety of reasons, but there is little doubt that sports make 
an impact beyond just the game itself. Scholars have theorized about what athletics can 
contribute to an individual and how it fits at the crossroads of academics. Within college 
athletics, it is frequently noted that the Ivy League of Division I as well as Division III 
institutions do the soundest job of incorporating athletics into the mission of higher education.  
 A popular stereotype is that companies prefer to hire current or former athletes. Chalfin, 
Weight, Osborne, and Johnson (2014) learned that corporate employers perceive former 
intercollegiate athletes to be competitive, goal-oriented, able to handle pressure, confident, 
coachable, and hard-working. Of any collegiate resume booster, employers indicated athletic 
team captain and athletic team All-American to be the two strongest points of distinction for 
applicants. Weight, Bonfiglio, DeFreese, Kerr, and Osborne (2018) found that athletes have 




demographics 10, 20, 30, and 40 years post-graduation when compared to non-athlete graduate 
peers. Collegiate athletes have shown higher levels of holistic development to non-athlete peers. 
They are in better health and demonstrate higher levels of knowledge when it comes to nutrition, 
injuries, body awareness, and overall health (Weight, Navarro, Smith-Ryan, and Huffman, 
2016). Student-athletes feel that they are better off in life and have garnered a wide range of 
positive qualities due to their athletic experience, and many say that a coach or athletics staffer 
had a significant impact on their life (Good, 2015). Former college athletes also report 
significantly higher levels of self-esteem and social connectedness as well as lower levels of 
depression than their regular college student peers (Armstrong and Oomen-Early, 2010). The 
trend is seen in young athletes as well, as high school athletes exhibit significantly greater 
leadership abilities than their non-athlete peers (Dobosz and Beaty, 1999). 
 Weight, Cooper, and Popp (2015) examined coaches’ perceptions of their role as an 
educator and if athletics could fit in a true academic setting. Half of the responding coaches 
believed that athletics and academics should be combined through an integrated approach while 
half did not believe this should be so. The most common factor supporting an integrated 
approach is that it fosters a better way to achieve the university’s mission through athletics, while 
the most prevalent reason against the integrated approach is that coaches should focus on athletic 
success. Many coaches that were against the integrated approach support the idea in theory, but 
actually felt the traditional methods of education would hamper their ability to educate their 
students in their unique athletic laboratory of learning (Weight et al., 2015). This study 
concluded that coaches perceive themselves as educators, but they largely do not believe their 
administrators see or reward them as such. Follow-up research indicates a large percentage of 




athletic performance being offered as an educational minor (Harry, Weight, Popp, Kerr, 2018). 
Through formalizing the study of athletics, the educational benefits of athletics participation may 
be enhanced and the significant time demands placed on athletes might be somewhat alleviated 
as they balance their roles as athletes and students. 
 Student-athletes tend to struggle with role conflict at the intersection of athletics and the 
academy. African American student-athletes, in particular, must navigate through the stereotypes 
and prejudice associated with both their blackness and their athleticism (Steinfeldt, Reed, and 
Steinfeldt, 2010). Student-athletes view their relationship with athletics and academics as “push 
and pull” (Mahoney, 2011). Student-athletes perform worse on tests when they are primed with 
identifying as an athlete than when they are primed with identifying as a student (Yopyk and 
Prentice, 2010). Non-athlete college students perceive themselves as being more able to pursue 
opportunities pertaining to the college experience than their athlete counterparts (Weight, 
Navarro, Huffman, and Smith-Ryan, 2014). Data showed that revenue-sport athletes are less 
likely to feel involved in their college experience than non-revenue sport athletes (Weight et. al, 
2014) indicating that revenue-sport athletes may be particularly lacking in their ability to obtain a 
holistic college experience. Supporting this, Navarro (2015) found that female athletes and non-
football male athletes were far more likely to be influenced by campus experiences as well as 
athletics. These same athletes perceived their role in pursuing an undergraduate degree as a 
vehicle for maintaining eligibility, as opposed to preparing them for fulfilling lives after sport. 
Providing consistent and additional insight into this athletic-academic balance, Adler and Adler 
(1987) found that basketball players were consistently distanced from their academic role. This 
occurred due to unreasonable expectations by the athlete that college academics would be of 




competitive character traits that made poor academic performance more frustrating, and a 
perception from the student body that the role of these student-athletes was to play basketball. 
Division I males seem to be particularly challenged in their struggle in reconciling their role as 
both students and athletes (Sack and Thiel, 1985). Despite this hardship in balancing academics 
and athletics, Paule-Koba and Gilson (2011) found zero out of a cohort of 30 non-revenue Power 
5 athletes regretted their decision to be college athletes. 
 Navarro (2015) studied 29 student-athletes from a selective Division I institution. A 
majority of male and female respondents believed that their major correlated to their future 
career goals, although half of male football athletes felt this way compared with three-fourths of 
male non-football athletes. The athletes did, however, feel they had more limited choices for 
majors than their non-athlete counterparts. Research by Navarro and Malvaso (2016) show that 
there are three main factors influencing student-athletes’ choice of major: parental influence 
prior to college, athletic experience in college, and academic experience in college. The parental 
influence became less of a factor after the student-athlete entered college, therefore one can infer 
that athletic experience weighs as the greatest or second-greatest factor of influencing a student-
athletes’ choice of major. Mahoney (2011) also found athletics to have a significant impact on 
academic major, career decisions, and career aspirations. 
 It is not clear if the student-athlete community as a whole enrolls in majors that are 
relevant to their future career, but it also may not be clear if the general student body does either. 
In a study of 36 million Americans, only 27 percent of those with an undergraduate college 
degree and working a job that required a college degree were currently working in a field 
“directly related” to their undergraduate major (Abel and Deitz, 2015). The variables involved in 




securing a full-time job that related to one’s major (Blau, Hill, Halbert, Snell, Atwater, Kershner, 
and Zuckerman, 2017). Contemporary college graduates have struggled to find meaningful work, 
with 44 percent of college graduates aged 22 to 27 in the year 2012 maintaining jobs that did not 
require a college degree (Wessel, 2014). That figure had risen from 34 percent in 2001.  
 On a similar note, Arcidiacono (2004) learned that the difference in job earnings are more 
attributed to major than to quality of college attended. Economists noted that natural science and 
business majors were linked to higher salaries, as was overall math ability. Research showed that 
Power 5 college football players overwhelmingly majored in Business or a related field in 2015 
(Ferguson, Bleacher Report, 2015). 
 There is clearly much to gain from being an athlete, in terms of entrance to college, life 
skills learned, and more attractive employability, among other reasons. It is unclear, however, 
which athletes seem to reap these benefits the most, if there are discrepancies at all. Student-
athletes do suffer from significant role conflict from their designations as both scholar and 
athlete, and are afforded less ownership over their academic endeavors. There are gaps in the 
literature when comparing cross-sections of football student-athletes. For this reason, we aim to 
discover if football student-athletes perceive there to be discrepancies in academic capital when 
compared across race, major, to other sports and general students, and other factors. 
Academic Clustering 
 Case, Greer, and Brown (1987) were the first to define “academic clustering” as a term to 
explain the many student-athletes pursuing an academic major compared to a lower proportion of 
the general student body pursuing the same major. The term is generally applied to a team where 




 Case, Dey, and Rudolph (2017) found that nearly three-fourths of DI athletic-academic 
advisors feel that clustering exists and nearly half agree with the notion that clustering became 
more prevalent since the inception of APR. More than half called for further research on 
academic clustering as athletic-academic advisors indicate varying reasons for why they believe 
it exists. More than 80 percent of athletic-academic advisors perceive that maintaining athlete 
eligibility is an expectation of their role. 
 Researchers have theorized a number of reasons to explain clustering, including that it is 
the job of athletics-employed academic advisors to keep their athletes eligible (Busch, 2007). 
McGinn and O’Brien (2004) offer that student-athletes are attracted to classes in which other 
student-athletes enroll. Other reasons include the rationale that certain majors better fit in an 
athlete’s schedule, lead to job stability, lead to high salaries, or there are not good academic fits 
for the athletes within the universities to which they are admitted (Lederman, 2003; McGinn and 
O’Brien, 2004; Schneider et al., 2010). 
 Lederman (2003) found countless DI football programs with evidence of clustering, 
including programs at Harvard, Southern Mississippi, and Wake Forest harboring more than 40 
percent of its players in one major in 2002-03. At Auburn, 62 of more than 19,000 students 
across the university majored in Sociology. 10 of those 62 were football players, and school 
officials admitted that this was due to the major having few required courses. 
 Power 5 conferences represent the most studied group of academic clustering in football. 
In examining 2009-10 Pacific-10 Conference football upperclassmen with declared majors, Otto 
(2012) found that clustering existed in seven out of the 10 programs. One of these programs had 
two clustered majors and another program fostered extreme clustering, indicated by greater than 




definition, each of these three teams’ most popular major was Sociology. Fountain and Finley 
(2009) found in an examination of the 2006 season that all 11 ACC Football programs that 
provided data showed evidence of academic clustering, with six programs having more than one-
third of its players in a certain major. One of these programs had 73 percent of its athletes 
enrolled as Business Management majors. 
 Longitudinal studies have yielded evidence of academic clustering in Power 5 football as 
well. Fountain and Finley (2011) studied one FBS program from 2000-2009 and spanned 349 
athletes. They found over time that players gravitated to a major in Apparel, Housing, and 
Resource Management (AHRM). Over the decade, 120 underclassmen listed University Studies 
initially as a generic major choice, and a majority of these athletes selected AHRM as their final 
major. The research found that nearly every player that majored in AHRM did not start in said 
major, and nearly every player that started as a Business Management major did not finish as 
one. In another longitudinal study, Schneider et al. (2010) concluded that without question Big 
12 Conference football programs clustered its players relative to the general student body in the 
years 1996, 2001, and 2006.  
 Studies have also demonstrated that clustering occurs at a higher rate for minority 
athletes than for white athletes (Sanders and Hildenbrand, 2010). Fountain and Finley (2009) 
found that nine of 11 ACC football programs clustered minority players at a higher rate than 
white players, with six programs having greater than 75 percent of minority players clustered 
into the program’s top two major selections. Fountain and Finley (2011) learned that high-profile 
players, including 25 of 41 minority NFL prospects rated by Scouts.com, majored in the 




Otto (2012) noted the inconsistencies that exist in research around academic clustering. 
Many studies, including Fountain and Finley (2009) and Schneider et al. (2010) grouped 
academic majors into an “area of study” or all majors housed in a specific college. Rowland 
(2014) admitted to changing methods in his research, coding by college for football athletes 
because too many players had a college listed as their major, instead of an actual major. Given 
this information, it is possible that some previous researchers overstated the percentage of 
clustered student-athletes, but the prior research supports, at minimum, that academic clustering 
exists at the intersection of the academy and intercollegiate football. 
Researchers have drawn critical conclusions of academic clustering in practice. Fountain 
and Finley (2011) conclude that NCAA reform has too heavily emphasized graduation, and has 
indirectly cost many athletes an opportunity at a quality education.  
Some research has supported the success of revenue-sport athletes after college. Gallup 
(2015) found that a higher percentage of former football and basketball student-athletes thrive in 
“purpose well being” compared to the general student-athlete population. However, this data 
does not reflect academic experiences nor does it reflect the experiences of those that are not 
thriving in this aspect of life. Sanders and Hildenbrand (2010) found that clustered athletes 
earned less income on average in the short-term, but actually earned slightly more in the long-
term.  
There are further gaps in the literature relative to academic clustering. The unintended 
consequence of NCAA academic reform is an area where further research is needed. 
Specifically, Schneider et al. (2010) concluded of the longitudinal Big 12 study, “Though 
clustering did exist, it is inconclusive whether the clustering is counterproductive.” In studying 




players’ motives via interview for their academic choices to better understand the consequences 
of academic clustering. She concluded, “Academic clustering can potentially pose problems for 
life after college for athletes who are clustered into majors that do not align with their ultimate 
career goals” (pg. 311). Through exploring collegiate educational experiences and current life 


























The population for this study was the listed members of the football roster from a large 
southeastern public university that competes in a Power 5 conference of NCAA Division I in the 
1999-2000 season (roughly 20 years post-collegiate experience). Members of the target 
population include graduates and non-graduates, and potentially transfer student-athletes and 
future professional athletes. Those in the population of football players that graduated would 
have done so between the end of the fall semester of 1999 and 2004. N = 117 football student-
athletes were contacted as part of the survey. A control group of N = 120 non-athlete male 
students at the university in the 1999-2000 academic year were also contacted utilizing stratified 
sampling in an effort to mirror the football population in major, race, and graduation status. The 
stratified sample of general students prioritized matching the demographics of the population of 
football players that were invited to take the 
survey. Demographic information is included for 
all respondents in the results section.  
The numbers to the right show NCAA 
reported federal graduation rates from the football 
team of the institution in the study. The data 
includes only athletes receiving athletic aid. 48% 




football players. Approximately one of every seven African American male students at the 
institution was on the football team (NCAA, 2019). 
Procedure 
 The names in the sample were retrieved from the university athletic department’s 
website. Email and physical addresses for these persons were then retrieved from the university 
alumni association database. Surveys were distributed to the population via email. A mailed 
invitation to complete the survey was also sent as a follow-up along with a small gift of 
appreciation with the university’s logo. The mailer served as both a reminder and incentive with 
the token of appreciation included relying on the principle of reciprocity (Cialdini, 2001).  
Instrument 
 The study utilized the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, 
and Griffin, 1985), a modified version of Kuppuswamy’s Socioeconomic Scale (SES) (Bairwa, 
Rajput, and Sachdeva, 2012), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-4) (Cohen, Kamarck, and 
Mermelstein, 1983), and the Lifelong Learning Scale-12 (Drewery, Pennaforte, and Pretti, 2016). 
Subjects were asked demographic questions and open-ended qualitative questions to gather 
further information regarding salary, college athletic and academic experiences, and post-
collegiate life.  
 SWLS measures participants’ life satisfaction through their agreement or disagreement 
with five statements. Answers range from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. 
Benchmarks of satisfaction are recommended based on the respondent’s total score, with a 
maximum score of 35 and a low of 5. A score of 20 is regarded as neutral while a score of 5 
through 9 indicates extreme dissatisfaction with one’s life and a score of 31 through 35 indicates 




Kuppuswamy’s SES scale measures a respondents’ socioeconomic status as either high, 
middle, or low based on the education level of the head of the family. The highest education 
level of a sibling or close friend was added to this modified version. 
 The PSS asks four questions, each with five possible responses. These responses range 
from (0) never to (1) almost never to (2) sometimes to (3) fairly often to (4) very often. The 
questions measure one’s thoughts and feelings over the last month as to one’s ability to control 
important things in their life, feel confident in handling personal problems, feel things are going 
one’s way, and feeling unable to overcome difficulties. 
 The Lifelong Learning Scale features 12 statements that attempt to gauge one’s 
willingness to learn, enjoyment of learning, and ability to apply knowledge. Responses to each 
statement range from strongly disagree to somewhat disagree to neither agree nor disagree to 
somewhat agree to strongly agree. 
 The instrument also included questions pertaining to their experience with discrimination 
(Bates, 1998). Football Sample participants were asked to rate how often they experienced racial 
discrimination, athlete discrimination, and socioeconomic discrimination. General Student 
Sample participants were only asked about racial and socioeconomic discrimination. Answer 
choices included never (1), sometimes (2), about half the time (3), most of the time (4), and 
always (5). 
 Demographic questions included measures of respondents’ ethnicity, highest level of 
education completed, high school GPA, and the ability to pursue the major of their choosing. 
This demographic information can be found in Table 1 in the Results section. Finally, three 




prepared respondents for life after college, and how the recruiting promise of an opportunity for 
education and upward mobility was or was not fulfilled. 
Data Analysis 
 Survey data was analyzed through Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 
Responses to interview questions were reviewed by independent coders, and themes were 
independently generated for each qualitative question. Researchers compared themes and 
developed a final coding schema with the emergent themes and then independently coded all 
narrative responses (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Inter-coder reliability was measured and a 
strong level of agreement was reached surpassing 85% on each of the questions reviewed. 
Quantitative data was organized through descriptive statistics and population comparisons were 










 The survey was sent to 117 football players and garnered responses from n = 25, yielding 
a response rate of 21%. The survey was sent to 120 general students and garnered responses 
from n = 32, yielding a response rate of 27%. There were a few incomplete surveys, but given 
the pilot nature of the study and the quality of the partial-data in those that were completed, the 
researchers decided to analyze the data with all available responses rather than deleting partial-
completes. Among the football respondents, 64% (n=16) identified as Caucasian, and 36% (n=9) 
identified as African American (n=7), Hispanic (n=1), or other (n=1). All respondents in the 
football sample indicated that they possessed at least a four-year college degree, though 
institutional data on the individual participant level indicated a non-graduation status for 16% of 
the respondents. Among the general student respondents, 42% (n=13) identified as Caucasian, 
and 58% (n=18) identified as African American or other. All general student respondents 
indicated that they possessed at least a four-year college degree as well, with more than half 
(52%) indicating that they have a masters or professional degree as well, with 15.6% of the 
respondents indicated as non-graduates on the institutional data. Full demographic info of the 













n % n % n % 
Ethnicity 
    
Caucasian 16 64% 13 42% 41 38% 
African American 7 28% 16 52% 67 61% 
Hispanic 1 4% 0 0% 1 1% 
Other/Mixed 1 4% 2 6% 0 0% 
Highest Level of Education Complete 
4-year College Degree 16 64% 15 48% 
Masters Degree 5 20% 12 39% 





Able to pursue the academic major of your choosing? 
Yes 16 64% 24 77% 
No 9 36% 7 23% 
High School GPA         
4.0 7 33% 2 8%     
3.5-3.99 7 33% 12 50%     
3.0-3.49 3 14% 8 33%     
2.5-2.99 3 14% 2 8%     
2.0-2.49 1 5% 0 0%     
 
Transformative and Destructive Figures 
 Football players were asked if they have ever played for a “transformative coach who 
challenged and influenced you to become greater than you imagined possible” while general 
students were asked if they learned from a “transformative professor who challenged and 
influenced you to become greater than you imagined possible.” On the flip side, football players 
were asked if they played for a  “destructive coach that tore you down and influenced you to 
become a weaker athlete” while general students were asked if they encountered a “destructive 
professor who tore you down and influenced you to become weaker.” The scale for this question 




football players (M = 3.62, SD = 1.48) and general students (M = 3.17, SD = 1.39) having a 
transformative figure in their college experience, there was a significant difference between 
football players (M = 3.28, SD = 1.62) and general students (M = 2.13, SD = 1.33) being exposed 
to a destructive figure, F(1, 53) = .832, p = .006. More than half (52%) of football respondents 
answered (5) definitely yes or (4) probably yes that they in fact played for a destructive coach in 
college. This compared to just 27% of general students having encountered a destructive 
professor in college. This data saw a high standard deviation due to variance in responses. For 
the destructive coach question for football players, the most common responses were (1) 
definitely not and (5) definitely yes. This question marked the only significant difference tested 
when comparing between the football players and general students (Table 2). 
Table 2 








Mean SD Mean SD 
Transformative 
Coach/Professor 
3.62 1.48 3.17 1.39 0.45 0.832 0.366 
Destructive 
Coach/Professor 
3.28 1.62 2.13 1.33 1.15 8.299 0.006* 
Note: Scale from (1) Definitely Not to (5) Definitely Yes.  
*p < .01    
   
 
Scales and Metrics 
 Participants were asked to complete the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS), Perceived 
Stress Scale (PSS-4), Socioeconomic Status (SES) scale, Lifelong Learning Scale, as well as 
tasked with answering questions regarding discrimination in their college experience. The scores 
on all of these tests were compared between the football and general student groups using a one-




alpha level was used to determine significance due to the relatively small sample size in this 
study.  
 While none of the following results were found significant, there were some trends found 
in comparing the samples. Football players scored slightly higher (M = 27.50, SD = 6.74) on the 
SWLS than general students (M = 26.94, SD = 0.56). Football players also scored higher (M = 
4.76, SD = 3.24) on the Perceived Stress Scale, indicating higher levels of perceived stress, than 
general students (M = 3.97, SD = 2.65).  
 Potentially due to the large amount of variance and the limited one-school sample, the 
athlete/non-athlete comparisons of high school GPA, F(1,48) = 0.134, p = .716, and current 
salary, F(1,50) = 1.649, p = .205, were not statistically significant, but there was a large 
difference in the mean value for salary. The standard deviation was incredibly large as well, due 
partly to small sample size and also to variance within the sample. Salaries for the football 
players ranged from $47,000 to $425,000. The maximum was capped at $500,000 to avoid any 
extreme outliers. This same notion goes for scores on the Socioeconomic Scale as well, as 
general students (M = 69.45, SD = 19.28) indicated more than 10 points higher than football 
players (M = 59.28, SD = 26.33) in their perception of their “socioeconomic status growing up 
with 0 representing poverty and people who have the lowest standing in their community and 
100 representing the upper class and people who have the highest standing in their community.” 
These results narrowly missed the threshold for significance at the alpha .10 level F(1, 52) = 






 Both groups were asked if they would follow the same college path if they had to do it 
over again, in respect to both university choice and major selection. No significant difference 
was found between football players and general students on university choice, F(1, 55) = .370, p 
= .546, or major selection, F(1, 55) = .313, p =.578. The football group exclusively was asked if 
they would follow the same college path and play football again. The overwhelming answer was 
definitely yes (80%). 
Coding of Qualitative Responses 
 The football players were asked to qualitatively answer the following question: “How did 
your athletic experience (coaches, practice, games, etc.) prepare you for your life after college?” 
Responses were coded, with the most common answer being that athletes learned resilience and 





Both groups were asked how their academic experience prepared them for life after 
college. The most frequent answer among football players was that they did not get much out of 
college academics (n=6), and this was the second-most frequent answer among general students 
as well (n=6). Most answers from football players focused on qualities learned through 
academics while many general students indicated the value that their education had on their 
future work, indicated by responses such as (1) networking, (2) did not enter a field associated 
with major, (3) had an influential professor, and (4) undergrad was a stepping stone to 
professional school. A full coding of responses can be found in Table 5. 
 
 Both groups were also asked to describe how their recruiting promise of an opportunity 
for education and upward mobility was fulfilled. The question was worded using the same terms 
for both groups. This likely caused confusion for the general student sample as the most common 
response was that no such promises were made (n = 9). The wording of this question will need to 
be carefully revised for future research. Aside from this, the most common response among both 
groups was that the promise of academic opportunity was fulfilled (Football: n = 6; General 





Racial Comparisons Amongst Football Players 
 Far more significant differences yielded from the results when football players were 
compared across racial lines. Football players were separated into two groups: Caucasian and 
minority (which included respondents that identified as African American, Hispanic, or mixed). 
The surveys and questions that produced a significant difference are noted in Table 6. At the 
alpha .05 level, significant differences were found in satisfaction with life (Caucasian: M = 
29.60, SD = 3.11; Minority: M = 24.00, SD = 9.57) and college path with respect to university 
choice (Caucasian: M = 4.56, SD = 0.81; Minority: M = 3.44, SD = 1.88). At the alpha .10 level, 
significant differences were found in the Lifelong Learning Scale for Love of Learning 
(Caucasian: M = 4.67, SD = 0.38; Minority: M = 4.08, SD = 1.27) and for Resilience (Caucasian: 
M = 4.75, SD = 0.38; Minority: M = 4.11, SD = 1.28) as well as college path with respect to 
major selection (Caucasian: M = 3.19, SD = 1.11; Minority: M = 2.22; SD = 1.72). While no 
significant difference was found, in part due to small sample size, a reported salary comparison 













 Despite there being few statistically significant differences between football players and 
general students at this public Power 5 Southeastern institution with regard to their collegiate 
educational experience and lives 20 years post-college, there were clear trends in the data with 
former football players indicating higher salaries and levels of satisfaction with life, as well as a 
statistically significant higher likelihood to have encountered a destructive coach in college. The 
study yielded significant differences in a handful of areas when comparing Caucasian versus 
minority persons within the group of football players. These areas include differences in Lifelong 
Learning Scale (two measures: Love of Learning and Resilience) and following the same college 
path if asked to do it again (two measures: university choice and major selection). Utilizing 
athletes’ rights, stereotype threat, and Critical Race Theory as conceptual frameworks, this 
discussion will focus on: 1) effect of collegiate athletic experience on educational experience, 2) 
effect of collegiate athletic experience on current life satisfaction, 3) football players’ and 
general students’ current salaries, and 4) racial comparisons among data for the football players. 
Effect of Collegiate Athletic Experience on Educational Experience 
 Former football players and general students were both asked whether they would repeat 
their college path with respect to choice of university and selection of major. While this data 
yielded no significant differences, the scores for repeating selection of major were relatively low 




This question used a Likert scale ranging from (1) definitely not to (5) definitely yes. As the 
respondents in this survey are nearly 20 years post-college, this may confirm a de-emphasis on 
major selection, as research noted only 27% of Americans with a college degree and working a 
job that required a college degree were currently working in a field related to their major (Abel 
and Deitz, 2012). More football players (36%) than general students (23%) indicated they were 
not able to pursue their major of choice in college, and this was due in some cases to their 
athletic commitments. While the difference was not significant, this aligns with past research that 
student-athletes are less able to pursue the major of their choosing (Navarro, 2015). This may 
also have been a by-product of clustering, although clustering, by definition of 25% or more of 
the roster undertaking the same major (Case et al., 1987), did not exist in the given year for the 
football program studied, or of athletic-academic counselors steering student-athletes toward a 
less rigorous major. 
One of the more encouraging results of this study was the overwhelming number of 
football players (80%) that indicated they would play college football again if they had to do it 
over. Nearly all (96%) of football players indicated that they would definitely or probably play 
football again, supporting past research that former Power 5 athletes do not regret their decision 
to be college athletes (Paule-Koba and Gilson, 2011). In spite of the difficulties that come with 
balancing being a college athlete and college student, the cohort overwhelmingly concluded 
nearly two decades post-college that their football experience was worthwhile. 
 Effect of Collegiate Athletic Experience on Current Life Satisfaction 
 Former football players indicated a variety of attributes and learned skills that they 
developed through their experience as collegiate athletes that they have taken with them beyond 




(39%), and teamwork/accountability (39%) appeared with the highest frequency among the 
responses. The qualities learned are supported by past research of positive perception of former 
athletes by corporate employers (Chalfin et al., 2014) and positive self-perception of former 
student-athletes (Good, 2015).  
There was no significant difference in scores on the SWLS between football players and 
general students. Past research indicates that student-athletes as a whole experience better health 
and life satisfaction (Armstrong and Oomen-Early, 2010; Weight et. al., 2016), but these results 
indicate that the difference may not be as stark when solely comparing football student-athletes 
to general students. 
The only significant difference when comparing the football cohort to the general student 
cohort was in football players’ higher likelihood to have been exposed in college to a destructive 
coach. This difference likely stems from the intense nature of athletics in general, and namely 
college football. With wins and losses, scholarships, and million dollar contracts on the line, the 
stakes are much higher, and athlete-coach relationships prove to be far tenser and more important 
than other relationships in one’s life (Williams and Scherzer, 2006). 
Current Salary Comparison 
  Although there was no significant difference, results yielded on average a greater 
average annual reported salary for football players (M = $162,960, SD = $127,277) than for 
regular students (M = $125,889, SD = $76,458), supporting past research that former student-
athletes earn higher salaries than general students (Long and Caudill, 1991; Shulman and Bowen, 






Racial Comparisons in Football Data 
 Comparisons in this study yielded few significant differences when comparing football 
players to general students, but comparisons within groups between Caucasian and minority 
football players did yield a handful of significant differences. The idea that minority revenue-
sport athletes may be the most at risk in the system of college athletics (Grant, 2002; Singer et 
al., 2017) was supported through these findings. Critical race theorists believe that the system 
benefits white people at the expense of minorities. The significant differences found between 
white and minority football players in this study show that there must be some truth to this. 
While all the respondents in this study possess at least a bachelor’s degree, there are differences 
to note that the white athletes have ended up with higher life satisfaction and higher salaries, just 
to name a few variables. 
Conclusion 
 In the landscape of college athletics, there are competing schools of thought that athletes 
are exploited and that athletes are afforded incredible opportunities. Much research has indicated 
that regardless of either of those schools of thought, student-athletes wind up richer for the 
experience and in turn more successful and happier in life. This notion was not backed up with 
significance in this study, although it may be due in large part to small sample size and large 
variance since this is a pilot study examining the football roster of one school in one given 
academic year. It is also possible that the notion was not backed up by this study because this 
study looked exclusively at football players, whereas much of past research on the adult lives of 
former student-athletes has been conducted on student-athletes across all sports.  
 Past research emphasized minority, Power 5, and revenue-sport athletes as being among 




players showed more than $50,000 less in average salary as well as significantly lower scores on 
Lifelong Learning Scales and significantly lower likelihood to repeat their university choice and 
their major selection. There are many potentially confounding variables at play, including the 
measurement of socioeconomic scale in this study. The difference in upbringing between 
football players and general students could be a major indicator of a difference in social and 
financial capital entering college that can have an effect on one’s college experience and post-
college life. This study may allow future research to hone in on variables such as this one, and 
determine whether the system of college athletics takes advantage of these student-athletes or if 
college athletics provides these student-athletes with a path for upward mobility.  
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
Low levels of respondents of football players were African American relative to the 
demographic breakdown of the population. The university’s alumni association noted 61% of the 
football players as African American while only 28% of respondents in this study identified as 
such. Additionally, all respondents of this survey possessed at minimum a four-year college 
degree, but data from the NCAA showed that there were a number of football players, 
specifically African American football players, in this population that did not graduate. This 
entire demographic of the population went unaccounted for in this research as none of them 
answered the survey. This demographic in question may likely be the one that would score 
lowest on the SWLS and other metrics tested in this study. This sample may also likely have 
brought down the overall salary of the football player group, and may have been more likely to 
indicate that they did not have a positive collegiate athletic and academic experience. This 
missing piece of the population may have allowed for this research to show more skewed results 




answers between white and non-white football players in the survey. It may be difficult to infer 
reasons as to why this occurred, but it highlights why non-white football players and their 
experiences should be a major focus of future research in college athletics. As a pilot study that 
examined one year’s roster at one Power 5 institution, this research can provide a road map for 
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